Channels: Where Disciplines Meet
Volume 7
Number 1 Fall 2022

Article 3

“Wall of Force”: Analyzing the Partition of India and Pakistan in
Haroun and the Sea of the Stories
Grace Mowery
Cedarville University, gmowery@cedarville.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/channels
Part of the Other English Language and Literature Commons, and the Race, Ethnicity and PostColonial Studies Commons

DigitalCommons@Cedarville provides a publication platform for fully open access journals,
which means that all articles are available on the Internet to all users immediately upon
publication. However, the opinions and sentiments expressed by the authors of articles
published in our journals do not necessarily indicate the endorsement or reflect the views of
DigitalCommons@Cedarville, the Centennial Library, or Cedarville University and its employees.
The authors are solely responsible for the content of their work. Please address questions to
dc@cedarville.edu.
Recommended Citation
Mowery, Grace () "“Wall of Force”: Analyzing the Partition of India and Pakistan in Haroun and the Sea of
the Stories," Channels: Where Disciplines Meet: Vol. 7: No. 1, Article 3.
Available at: https://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/channels/vol7/iss1/3

“Wall of Force”: Analyzing the Partition of India and Pakistan in Haroun and the
Sea of the Stories
Abstract
Literary scholars have often interpreted Salman Rushdie’s children’s book Haroun and the Sea of Stories
as a critique of censorship, but Eva König’s postcolonial analysis provides an alternate interpretation of
the book. This essay builds upon König’s work and argues that the book instead critiques the damaged
relationship between India and Pakistan following the 1947 partition. König’s inclusion of Edward Said’s
views of othering in her analysis strengthens her argument, but she does not account for Rushdie’s
context. Contextualizing the book within the history of the partition and accounting for Rushdie’s
condemnation of it allows scholars to compare the fictionalized countries of Gup and Chup to India and
Pakistan. Rushdie’s critique of othering connects to the hostilities between India and Pakistan as the book
argues for reconciliation between divided countries.

Keywords
Postcolonial theory, India and Pakistan partition, Salman Rushdie, censorship

Creative Commons License
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 4.0
License.

This article is available in Channels: Where Disciplines Meet: https://digitalcommons.cedarville.edu/channels/vol7/
iss1/3

45

“Wall of Force”: Analyzing the
Partition of India and Pakistan in
Haroun and the Sea of the
Stories
Grace Mowery
English, Literature, and Modern Languages

Abstract
Abstract: Literary scholars have often interpreted Salman Rushdie’s children’s book
Haroun and the Sea of Stories as a critique of censorship, but Eva König’s postcolonial
analysis provides an alternate interpretation of the book. This essay builds upon König’s work and argues that the book instead critiques the damaged relationship
between India and Pakistan following the 1947 partition. König’s inclusion of Edward
Said’s views of othering in her analysis strengthens her argument, but she does not
account for Rushdie’s context. Contextualizing the book within the history of the partition and accounting for Rushdie’s condemnation of it encourages scholars to
compare the fictionalized countries of Gup and Chup to India and Pakistan. Rushdie’s
critique of othering connects to the hostilities between India and Pakistan as the book
argues for reconciliation between divided countries.
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Introduction

M

Many scholars believe Salman Rushdie’s Haroun and
the Sea of Stories presents a
strong critique of censorship
disguised in magical realism, but this
children’s book lends itself to other interpretations. The book follows Haroun
Khalifa on his journey to the moon of
Kahani where he finds the Ocean of the
Streams of Story. Two groups inhabit
this moon: the Guppees in Gup and the
Chupwalas in Chup. The Guppees have
mechanically halted the rotation of the
moon, rendering the Land of Gup always
day and the Land of Chup always night.
Khattam-Shud, the Cultmaster of Chup,
and the Chupwalas poison the Ocean
and kidnap Princess Batcheat of Gup,
causing the Guppees to declare war.
While in Chup with the Guppees,
Haroun wishes that the moon will return to its regular cycle, and magically
his wish comes true. The return of sunlight into Chup helps the Guppees defeat
Khattam-Shud and his cult, and the Guppees and remaining Chupwalas later
become allies. Critics often point out
censorship themes in the book due to
the fatwa that preceded Haroun’s publication. However, Eva König’s reading of
the text interprets Gup and Chup as the
colonizer and the colonized and describes
the
separation
through
postcolonial stereotypes. While her interpretation better accounts for the
textual evidence than the censorship interpretation, her analysis focuses on
postcolonial theory and neglects to
bring in historical evidence to inform
her reading. The partition of India and
Pakistan, which influenced Rushdie’s
other writing, should also influence the

analysis of Haroun. Much of the scholarship on the text views the separation of
Gup and Chup as a critique of either censorship or colonialism, but an analysis
of the partition, the harmful ideologies
resulting from it, and its influence on
Rushdie’s previous work encourages
viewing Haroun through a historical
lens. Rushdie equates the splintered relations between India and Pakistan to
the separation and othering in Chup and
Gup in order to break down the binary
between them and suggest the possibility of reconciliation.

Introduction to
Postcolonial Theory
Though the censorship analysis accounts for the novel’s context, König’s
postcolonial lens addresses elements in
the text that the censorship interpretation does not explain. Adherents of the
censorship interpretation emphasize
two important historical factors: the
publication of Rushdie’s The Satanic
Verses in 1988 and the Iranian Ayatollah
Khomeini’s fatwa in 1989, “a legal opinion or learned interpretation provided
by a qualified Islamic jurist or religious
leader,” that led to the censoring of
Rushdie’s book (Mari 5-6, 6n4). König’s
interpretation of Gup and Chup encourages a discussion of Orientalism and the
stereotype of the Other. Edward Said
published Orientalism in 1978, a foundational text in postcolonial theory, and
his book discusses how Western colonizers often constructed stereotypes
that separated the Orient, colonized
Eastern cultures, and the Occident, colonized Western cultures (Wilfong).
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After establishing this separation, colonizers would create “a series of
derogatory stereotypes” such as “the
murderous and violent Arab, the lazy Indian, the sexually obsessed African, [or]
the inscrutable Chinese” (McLeod 53).
These stereotypes fall under the label of
the demonic other, a perception of colonized peoples as evil (Wilfong). Because
of these stereotypes, “such peoples are
glibly homogenised and robbed of their
individuality” (McLeod 53). König explains how “colonized Others…are
taught to see themselves in the distorted light of the colonizer’s
perspective” (60). She also discusses
how “no matter what the colonized subject looks like, he or she is an
animal/monster to the colonizer simply
by virtue of being Other” (60). Colonizers, therefore, created a wall of
separation between themselves and
supported the separation by grouping
natives together based on derogatory
stereotypes. König applies these discussions of the Other and the relationship
between colonized and colonizers to explain the hostile relationship between
Gup and Chup.

König’s Postcolonial Analysis
of the Text
König turns from the censorship narrative because Rushdie began working on
Haroun before The Satanic Verses and
the fatwa, even though he published
Haroun in 1990 (52). In addition, she
points to aspects of the book that do not
align with the censorship interpretation. For example, she points out that
Rushdie does not fully support the Guppee
perspective,
which
should
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represent free speech compared to the
Chupwalas’ censorship, and that Rushdie does not demonize the Chupwalas as
he likely would if their land represented
the ayatollah’s dominion (54). Haroun’s
wish also destroys both the mechanisms that halted the rotation and the
opposition between the lands (54),
pointing out Rushdie’s desire for reconciliation instead of the annihilation of
Chup’s supposed censorship ideals.
These inclusions in the novel weaken
critics’ connection to the censorship
pronounced upon The Satanic Verses
and encourage scholars to consider
other interpretations. Since Rushdie
does not demonize the Chupwalas, König explores how the separation
coincides with postcolonial conclusions
about a colonizer and colonized relationship. She believes the geography of
the separate lands, Gup in the North and
Chup in the South, points to the geographic position of European countries
compared to India, Africa, and Australia
(König 57). The theme of light versus
darkness in the book, then, would not
refer to censorship but to the recurrent
emphasis of light and darkness in colonial discourse that compared “the
‘enlightened’ colonial societies” to “the
savage customs, pagan religions, and
the ignorance of the dark peoples” (57).
Thus, Gup would represent a colonizing
nation and Chup would represent the
colonized area. Through this comparison, König provides an explanation for
the unanswered elements in the text
and provides deeper meaning to the
separation of Gup and Chup than an
analogy for Rushdie and the ayatollah.

The Influence of India
and Pakistan’s Partition
on Rushdie and the Text
König rightly identifies othering in the
text, but she relates it to the colonizer’s
relationship with colonized countries;
however, the partition between India
and Pakistan, supported by the two-nation theory, caused a societal othering
that may have influenced Rushdie’s
writing. In 1947, India was divided into
two separate countries: India and Pakistan. Politicians and leaders partially
based their decision to split on the twonation theory, which argues that radically different origins and “bents of
mind” prevented Hindus and Muslims
from coexisting (Ghosh and Singh 923924). “Anarchy, bloodshed, rapes, robbery, and ruthless violence” resulted
from the partition (924), and its supporters interpreted the violence as a
justification “that Hindus and Muslims
were indeed so different that they could
never live together peacefully in a nation” (932). Once this narrative had
been established, “it was an easy task to
validate the partition as a requirement
to end the civilizational conflicts” (932).
Pakistanis many Pakistanis have “developed strong overtones of real or
imagined fears of Indian domination”
(Talbot and Singh 155). Similarly, many
Indians disparaged Pakistanis by believing the countries separated based on
exclusivist Islamic ideas and described
“the Pakistani state as ‘feudal,’ ‘obscurantist’ and a ‘theocratic’ project which
failed to capture the imagination of
most South Asian Muslims” (155). The
governments on either side built hatred
and distrust through pushing twisted

ideologies in education to provide a
one-sided view of history (Kumar 205).
Though neither country colonized the
other, the mutual hostility created a
similar atmosphere to the relationship
between the colonizer and colonized
since both sides established stereotypes
of the Other. These stereotypes relate to
Said’s concept of the Other and inform
how Rushdie constructed Gup and
Chup.

Rushdie’s Views on the
Partition
Rushdie’s personal experiences in India
and Pakistan after the partition and his
public criticism of the separation encourage critics to evaluate Haroun
through a historical and biographical
lens. Salman Rushdie was born in Bombay, India in the same year as the split
between India and Pakistan. Although
he grew up in a Muslim family, Rushdie
remained in India because his immediate family refused to join the Muslim
exodus to Pakistan (Dingwaney 347).
His extended family did move to Pakistan, and he visited them many times
during his childhood, gaining important
knowledge of both sides of the border
(Newslaundry). In 1967, Rushdie’s parents moved to Pakistan, and Rushdie
lived in the country for a short period
(Dingwaney 347). His experiences in
both countries after the partition influenced his political views and his writing
in later years. He called the partition an
“avoidable thing” that “would have been
preferable to have been avoided”
(Meer). He describes Pakistan as “an invented space and badly invented, bad
fiction, which is why it falls apart, as bad
novels do” (Bush 11). He further
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engages with these feelings about partition and Pakistan in Midnight’s Children
and Shame before he published Haroun
(Dingwaney 346). Shame specifically
describes Pakistan as “the failure of the
dreaming mind” and as a place “insufficiently
imagined”
(353).
Thus,
Rushdie’s public dissent towards the
separation that led to Pakistan’s creation informs the reading of Haroun as a
commentary on partition.

Evidence of the Partition in
Haroun
Rushdie’s text and König’s analysis of it
suggest that Gup and Chup shared some
similarity in the past, but the Eggheads’
intervention in Kahani’s rotation led to
the stark separation at the beginning of
the book. König believes that “words in
the phonetic minimal pair Gup and
Chup sound very alike to English-speaking readers,” which “underlines the
essential similarity of the two cultures
and points to the fact that the perceived
differences between worlds they signify
are only arbitrary” (König 55). Rushdie
also hints that the Ocean’s origin may lie
in Chup (87), possibly implying that the
Chupwalas used to value the Ocean as
the Guppees do and that they did not
seek to destroy what the Guppees loved
until the rotation of Kahani led to a firm
separation between the two. Butt the
Hoopoe, who accompanies Haroun
throughout his journey, explains how
the Eggheads in Gup stopped Kahani’s
rotation and created two spaces on the
moon, and he describes that “‘the Land
of Gup is bathed in Endless Sunshine,
while over in Chup it’s always the middle of the night’” (80). Butt also tells
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Haroun that between Gup and Chup
“‘lies the Twilight Strip, in which…the
Guppees long ago constructed an unbreakable (and also invisible) Wall of
Force’” (80). Although Gup and Chup
now exist as separate lands, König’s
analysis and the origin of the Ocean
demonstrate that they may not have
been as hostile towards one another in
the past. If Gup and Chup were combined at one point or established
around the same time, their connection
would relate to the former union of India and Pakistan, emphasizing the
opportunity to view the book through a
historical lens.
The geographical positioning and the
religious differences of India and Pakistan relate to Gup and Chup and support
describing Rushdie’s fictionalized countries as an analogy. Since Pakistan lies
northwest of India, the countries then
hold geographical similarity to the
placement of Gup in the North and Chup
in the South of Kahani (Rushdie 75). König believes the North and South
comparison seems to point to the colonized and colonizer relationship (57),
but the location also relates to India and
Pakistan’s relationship with one another. Later in the book, Rushdie
highlights the religious separation. Rashid explains that “the Land of Chup has
fallen under the power of the ‘Mystery
of Bezaban’, a Cult of Dumbness or
Muteness, whose followers swear vows
of lifelong silence to show their devotion” (101). Some of these followers
have radically dedicated themselves to
this cult so much so that they “work
themselves up into great frenzies and
sew their lips together with stout twine;

so they die slowly of hunger and thirst,
sacrificing themselves for the love of
Bezaban” (101). In contrast, the Guppees do not follow a cult of muteness, as
evidenced by the multitude of voices
present as Rashid describes Chup (101105) and the cacophony of opinions
from the Guppees as they travel to Chup
(119). The religious differences between Gup and Chup could relate to the
religious differences that drove the divide between India and Pakistan. Thus,
through applying Rushdie’s historical
context to the novel, the relationship between Gup and Chup compares to India
and Pakistan after their partition.

The Intersection of Postcolonial
Theory and the Partition
The demonic othering present in the
book leads König to point to colonization; however, the othering also relates
to the relationship between India and
Pakistan and the hostility that developed over the years between the two
countries. The Guppees rightly identify
the evil motives of Khattam-Shud, but
they infer his evil upon the entire population of Chup. Rashid explains to the
Guppees that Khattam-Shud has silenced all speech in Chup, explaining
how the country has become “a place of
shadows, of books that wear padlocks
and tongues torn out; of secret conspiracies and poison rings” (102). As Rashid
describes Chup, he reminds the Guppees that they already know about this
evil (102). Rushdie emphasizes that the
Guppees have constructed a perception
of the Chupwalas as an evil people, although the evil springs from KhattamShud and his followers. However, Iff the
Water Genie explains that the Guppees
“mostly” know about the Chupwalas

from “gossip and flim-flam” because
many years have passed since the Guppees traveled into Chup (79). The
Guppees have created a stereotype of
Chup based on unreliable information,
and they believe stories of evil that necessitate a Wall of Force between the
lands (103). This justification may symbolize the supporters of partition who
believed the ensuing violence substantiated the separation. Although not all
Indians or Pakistanis supported violence or partition, harmful rhetoric
evolved that pitted the countries against
one another—similar to the stories that
depicted all Chupwalas as evil. These
stories and twisted narratives served to
create false stereotypes that perpetuated the hostile relationships between
Gup and Chup as well as India and Pakistan. Through his analysis of Gup and
Chup, Rushdie seems to criticize how India and Pakistan have negatively
stereotyped one another and perpetuated violence rather than encouraging
peace.
Rushdie depicts interactions between
the Guppees and the Chupwalas to
demonstrate how social divides can
lead to othering, arguing that the violent
divide and subsequent perceptions following the partition can lead to
dehumanizing actions. After the Guppees encounter Mudra in Chup, Prince
Bolo embodies the Guppees’ views of
the Chupwalas as the Other (König 59).
When Mudra tries to speak, Bolo responds by criticizing him: “‘Eh? What’s
that? What’s the fellow saying?...Can’t
make out a single word’” (Rushdie 129).
Rashid tries to explain that Mudra is
communicating through Abhinaya, a silent language of gestures, and Bolo
replies, “‘Don’t be ridiculous…. You call
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those grunts fluency?’” (130). Later in
the scene, Bolo assumes the worst of
Mudra, believing Mudra says murder
while trying to pronounce his name for
the Guppees, and Bolo reaches for his
weapon (130). Mudra does not attack
the Guppees, yet Bolo believes in Mudra’s inherently evil nature. Instead of
recognizing that the Chupwalas have established a different mode of
communication, Bolo delegitimizes the
Chupwala language and views the Chupwalas as hostile. Not all Guppees view
Mudra in this way, but Bolo demonstrates how one country can stereotype
their enemy in order to justify their actions. This interaction points to the
possible relationship between Indians
and Pakistanis. Although Rushdie
shared strong familial relationships
with individuals on either side of the divide, Indians and Pakistanis have still
experienced enduring hostility. Since
Mudra does not fulfill Guppee expectations, Rushdie demonstrates how
stereotypes between two hostile countries cause misinformation and
mistreatment.

Rushdie’s Call for
Reconciliation Through
Haroun
Rushdie’s emphasis on reconciliation
between Gup and Chup suggests his desire for India and Pakistan’s future
relationship. Haroun does not initially
share the Guppees’ demeaning stereotypes, but his experiences with the
Guppees and in Chup encourage him to
embrace othering. He ponders the divide as he watches Mudra fight his
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shadow and thinks, “How many opposites are at war in this battle between
Gup and Chup!...Gup is bright and Chup
is dark…Gup is all chattering and noise,
whereas Chup is silent as a shadow.
Guppees love the Ocean, Chupwalas try
to poison it” (125). However, Haroun
stops himself: “‘It’s not as simple as
that’…because the dance of the Shadow
Warrior showed him that silence has its
own grace and beauty” (125). After the
Guppees defeat Khattam-Shud, the new
peace eliminates the separation, and
Mudra—a Chupwala—and Blabbermouth—a Guppee—work together to
create a lasting connection between the
countries (191). Although the Guppees
believe the Chupwalas agree with the
evil of Khattam-Shud, most of the Chupwalas willingly accept new leadership.
As König has noted, the reconciliation at
the end emphasizes that Rushdie does
not support separation. Rushdie’s dislike for the partition and his wish that a
separation had never occurred relates
to the reconciliation at the end of
Haroun. If Gup and Chup can overcome
their religious differences and social
stereotypes, then perhaps India and Pakistan can one day forge a similarly
amiable relationship.
The censorship, postcolonial, and partition lenses all present strong arguments
for the text, but the partition lens better
accounts for the historical and textual
evidence. The biggest strength of the
partition argument relies upon its ability to account for the postcolonial
elements apparent in the text, the historical and biographical context, and the
emphasis on the partition in Rushdie’s
previous novels. The censorship

interpretation, while an important facet
of the text, ignores the postcolonial and
historical ramifications of the text, and
the postcolonial interpretation overlooks the historical context of the novel.
Analyzing the text with the partition in
mind allows the reader to connect Rushdie’s argument with a tangible and
realistic situation. Rushdie presents the
negatives of separation, and he ends the
book by showing how separated groups
can achieve unity by pushing aside their
stereotypes and recognizing the humanity on either side of the divide,
thereby encouraging two divided peoples to value one another.

Biblical Analysis of
Haroun and the Sea of
Stories, Postcolonial
Theory, and the Partition
Although Rushdie does not discuss
Christianity in Haroun, Rushdie’s and
postcolonial theory’s criticism of the
Other—whether in a colonized and colonizer relationship or a geopolitical
relationship—relate in some ways to
the Bible’s discussion of Jew and Gentile
conflict. The book of Genesis details how
God created mankind in His image (Genesis 1:27). The Apostle Paul later
affirms, in the context of those baptized
into the church, that God does not distinguish between different people
groups: “There is neither Jew nor Greek,
there is neither slave nor free, there is
no male and female, for you are all one
in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28 ESV).
Paul repeats this idea in 1 Corinthians
12:13 and Colossians 3:11. Under
Christ, divided people groups like the
Jews and Gentles can find peace and

unity as well as acknowledge that God
has created all humans, no matter their
ethnicity, in His image. Postcolonial theorists who decry the idea of the Other
because of its dehumanizing nature
would agree with Christianity’s commandments
concerning
human
relationships, though they do not draw
upon a biblical worldview. This idea of
the Other often relates to colonized and
colonizer relationships, but the relationship between India and Pakistan
after the partition demonstrates how
two countries with similar origins and
experiences can abuse and dehumanize
one another. Christians cannot support
all elements of postcolonial theory, but
they can support the theory’s opposition to othering in any context.
Separation can sever families and build
physical or societal walls between two
groups, as Rushdie experienced
firsthand. Since the Bible urges respect
for other humans and unity among believers, Christians should resist such
separation and hostility. Rushdie does
not champion one religion over another
in his text, but Christians can notice how
the Bible’s teachings of unity and the
value of human life resonate with Rushdie’s novel.

Vol. 7 No. 1

Mowery • 53

Bibliography
Bush, Catherine. “Salman Rushdie: An Interview by Catherine Bush.” Conjunctions, no.
14, 1989, pp. 7-20.
Dingwaney, Anuradha. “Salman Rushdie.” A Concise History of Indian Literature in
English, edited by Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, pp.
346-358.
Ghosh, Subham and Smriti Singh. “Revisiting the Metanarrative of ‘Two-nation’ Theory: A Postmodern Study of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children.” Pertanika
Journal of Social Science & Humanities, vol. 29, no 2, 2021, pp. 923-936. EBSCOhost, https://doi.org/10.47836/pjssh.29.2.10.
König, Eva. “Between Cultural Imperialism and the Fatwa: Colonial Echoes and Postcolonial Dialogue in Salman Rushdie’s Haroun and the Sea of Stories.” The
International Fiction Review, vol. 33, 2006, pp. 52-63 https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/IFR/article/view/705.
Kumar, Sanjeev H.M. “Competing Conceptions of Nationhood: The Cultural Dimensions of India-Pakistan Conflict and the Subcontinental Security Dynamics.”
The International Journal of Interdisciplinary Social Sciences, vol. 5, no. 9,
2011, pp. 203-212.
EBSCOhost, https://doi.org/10.18848/18331882/CGP/v05i09/51868.
Mari, Lorenzo. “‘A War Between Buffoons’? Censorship and Self-Censorship in Postcolonial Literature.” Between, vol. 5, no. 9, May 2015. EBSCOhost,
https://doi.org/10.13125/2039-6597/1412.
McLeod, John. Beginning Postcolonialism. Manchester University Press, 2010. Meer,
Amanda. “Salman Rushdie .” BOMB, 1989, https://bombmagazine.org/articles/salman-rushdie/.
Newslaundry. “NL Interviews Salman Rushdie.” YouTube, uploaded by newslaundry,
25 January 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2D-_xpvCsBw.
Rushdie, Salman. Haroun and the Sea of Stories. Granta Book, 1990.
Talbot, Ian and Gurharpal Singh. The Partition of India. Cambridge University Press,
2009.
The Bible. English Standard Version, Crossway, 2016.
Wilfong, Margaret. Lecture. Postcolonial Criticism, Feb. 2020, Cedarville University.

